Cognitive disturbances in old dogs suffering from the canine counterpart of Alzheimer's disease.
In geriatric dogs, Alzheimer-like behavior is frequently observed. This behavior has been classified by several authors using questionnaires and a correlation has been described between cognitive dysfunctions and Alzheimer-like pathology. In the present study, cognitive performance was correlated with brain pathology for 30 dogs of varying ages. Within these animals, two age-matched groups of old dogs with and without behavioral changes were compared. The behavioral changes were analyzed and scored with questionnaires and necropsy was performed to rule out any other cause for changed behavior. Measurements, (immuno)-histochemical staining and fluorescence microscopy were used to detect cortex atrophy, amyloid, rest-products of oxidative damage, demyelination and accumulations of macrophages in the brains of these dogs. Spearman rank correlation coefficients (r) were calculated and adjusted according to Bonferonni. In the whole group (young to very old dogs), the age of the animal showed a significant correlation with various behavioral changes (r = 0.7 to 0.9, P < 0.01). The dementia score correlated significantly (r = 0.6 to 0.8, P < 0.01) with all the brain lesions studied, except one, i.e. demyelination (r = -0.4, P > 0.05). These results suggest that a questionnaire can be used to diagnose Alzheimer-like changes in canine practice. Oxidative damage on a cellular and a nuclear level plays an important role in behavior changes.